Introduction
The revitalization of the long--depressed N Mississippi Avenue business district in Portland's Boise neighborhood, which has undergone a complete rebirth-from a haven for gang activity and drug use to a hip and trendy destination neighborhood, complete with busy restaurants, quirky boutiques, and a vibrant night life-is rightly considered a success story. But by practically any measure, gentrification was afoot here, and the results were not entirely positive for the African American community that constituted a substantial majority of the neighborhood prior to its revitalization. In 1990, a few years before the revitalization began in earnest, the Boise neighborhood had the highest concentration of African American residents in the city. Multnomah County Census Tract 34.02, which encapsulates nearly the entirety of the neighborhood, was 70.2% Black; by 2010, that figure had dropped to 26.9%.
1
Over the same period, the proportion of White residents in the Census Tract climbed from 23.3% to 59.7%. 2 This stark demographic shift coincides with an equally pronounced economic transition, indicated by dramatic gains in average gross rents, median home prices, median household income, and educational attainment figures. The diminishment of its once--defining Black population is not a unique phenomenon among Portland's inner north and northeast neighborhoods, which have long formed the heart of the city's African American community. As Nikole Hannah--Jones points out in her 1 It should be noted that these figures represent residents who self--identified on the Census as "Black or African
American alone" and not "Black or African American alone or in combination." This is due to the fact that the latter designation did not exist prior to the 2000 Census; in the interest of continuity and producing a more accurate account of the demographic transition of Boise, the former will be used for comparisons of data from the 1990 Census. 2 As above, "White alone" was chosen for reasons of continuity with the 1990 Census Columbia River breached the Northern Pacific Railway embankment and rushed through the low--lying community, completely destroying it (Abbott). Thousands of people were left homeless, and Portland's longstanding practice of residential segregation (enforced in many cases by deed restrictions which explicitly forbade Black and other minority residents from settling in some areas) complicated the question of where to provide temporary housing for Vanport's Black refugees. They were initially housed in war--surplus temporary houses on Guilds Lake (also built to provide temporary housing for workers supporting the war effort).
Two weeks later, the government provided trailers to augment the temporary housing for
Vaport's survivors at Guilds Lake. After three more weeks of living in these conditions, residents drove to Salem to protest the "kennels on wheels." The Guilds Lake temporary housing project was dismantled and closed without making any official effort to resettle the flood victims (Robinson). Refugees crowded into Portland-more than a thousand of the flooded families were African Americans who could find housing only in the growing ghetto in North Portland, including most of the Albina area (Abbott).
Jordan | 7 Survivors of the Vanport flood on N Denver Avenue, May 30, 1948 (Historic Photo Archive) Karen Gibson notes that the Federal Housing Act (which, in its amended 1954 version introduces the term "urban renewal" to America) gave cities the tools they needed to achieve the national goal of clearing slums, and local officials used them by systematically deeming Black neighborhoods "blighted" and in need of revitalization. Thus, "not long after Black Portlanders got settled in Lower Albina, city leaders were making plans to convert the land, which was the heart of their community, into commercial, industrial, and institutional uses" (Gibson). (2000), the PDC acknowledged the sad legacy of urban renewal and public infrastructure projects in inner Northeast Portland: "Past large scale public projects have been harmful to many, particularly members of the African--American community, entailing the involuntary displacement of residents and businesses for projects such as Memorial Coliseum, the I--5 freeway, and Emanuel Hospital. The negative legacy of urban renewal, and of these other large scale public projects in this community, still lingers."
The commission further acknowledged that the displacement of families, residents, and businesses was only one negative aspect of the area's history with regard to public projects.
The construction of the I--5 freeway (and the resulting fragmentation of the community) Vulnerability to gentrification During the '80s, disinvestment in the Albina area continued until problems became so severe that politicians finally took notice. As Karen Gibson notes in "Bleeding Albina," "Economic stagnation, population loss, housing abandonment, crack cocaine, gang warfare, redlining, and speculation were all part of the scene." In terms of housing and neighborhood conditions, this was the period when Boise and Albina hit rock bottom.
Between 1950 and 1980, Albina lost over 57% of its housing stock, with the total number of units falling from 5072 to 2169 (Robinson). The Albina population had thinned by nearly 27 thousand people since 1950. The value of homes dropped to 58 percent of the city's median-the decline was so dramatic that nine neighborhoods received a special reassessment of property values. Some homes sold for half of their assessed value.
Absentee landlordism reached its height by 1989, when only 44 percent of homes in Albina were owner--occupied (Gibson). All of these factors made the Albina district, and Boise in particular, especially vulnerable. Gibson describes some of the factors that made Albina an attractive target for gentrification and redevelopment, and the dramatic shift that resulted: "The occupation of prime central city land in a region with an urban growth boundary and in a city aggressively seeking to capture population growth, coupled with an economic boom, resulted in very rapid gentrification and racial transition in the 1990s … At the beginning of the decade, the worry was abandonment; at the end, it was the preservation of affordable housing. By 1999, Blacks owned 36 percent fewer homes, while Whites had 43 percent more than a decade earlier" (Gibson).
This assessment is supported by the Boise Neighborhood Plan, developed by the Portland Bureau of Planning in conjunction with the Albina Community Plan and adopted by the City Council in 1993, which claims that one reason the district and neighborhood plans were developed is that considerable change "is inevitable in inner north and northeast Portland with or without governmental action." Citing projections of rapid population growth for the metropolitan area, the document notes that locations for new housing and businesses close to the central city would be at a premium.
Jordan | 14 "Land suitable for development and redevelopment is already very scarce in Portland's inner west side and sites in northeast Portland will become increasingly attractive alternatives. Also, Northeast contains many attractive features as a living environment and place to do business. These include distinctive older housing and commercial buildings, including some of historic significance. It also has tree lined streets with curbs and sidewalks, spacious yards, established sewer and water services and excellent access to the freeway, the airport and both the Willamette and the Columbia Rivers."
The scarcity of available land and housing stock near the central city, driven by an economy rebounding from recent recession, was certainly a driving force behind the rapid gentrification of Boise. Portland's Urban Growth Boundary, designed to conserve forest and agricultural land in the city's vicinity, served to promote density and further contributed to the scarcity of urban housing. Local historian Thomas Robinson points to the gentrification of other districts in Portland, including the Northwest Alphabet district and the Hawthorne and Belmont districts in Southeast Portland as a contributing factor in the subsequent gentrification of Boise. A significant number of (mostly White) people left these areas due to rapidly increasing rents, and with North and Northeast Portland being the last affordable rent districts within close proximity to downtown and century--old homes of similar character to those found in other gentrified or gentrifying areas available at substantially lower prices, the results were not altogether unpredictable.
Jordan | 15 Robinson also cites the property tax limitations enacted by Oregon voters in the 1990s as a factor that contributed to the vulnerability of inner North and Northeast Portland to the forces of gentrification. Measure 5, which passed in 1990 and began what became known as the "Oregon Tax Revolt," capped property tax rates at 1.5 percent, or $15 per $1,000 of assessed value. Of more immediate importance to the issue of gentrification in Boise and other inner North and Northeast Portland neighborhoods was Measure 47, passed in 1996, which rolled back every property's assessed values to the levels they were at in 1995 (when property values in disinvested neighborhoods like Boise were near rock bottom), decreased them by another 10 percent, and mandated that the growth of assessed values could increase no more than 3 percent per year (Measure 47 was badly written and not workable as a law, so the Oregon Legislature rewrote it, without changing its basic provisions, as Measure 50, which voters approved in 1997 [Pitkin, 2007] Portland, as the typical assumption that increasing property taxes (and corresponding rent increases) driven up by speculation and investment leads to residents being "priced out" of their homes doesn't hold here. Residents were certainly priced out, but not as a result of burdensome property taxes-in fact, just the opposite is true. The astoundingly low property tax rates in the neighborhood served to drive gentrification, and the long legacy of disinvestment and institutional racism that contributed to low rates of homeownership among Blacks made them especially vulnerable to displacement, as landlords sought to capitalize on their suddenly very desirable properties. to define an area where redevelopment is desired as "decaying" or "blighted." While Boise (and much of the rest of the Interstate URA) undeniably met the criteria for being deemed "blighted," the designation carries with it vestiges of the previous era of urban renewal, wherein Black and other underrepresented populations were subject to all manner of misdealing. In Portland, 17 major redevelopment projects have been funded through urban renewal dollars and TIF since 1958 (Stapleton). Capital projects within a TIF district are constructed with debt that is paid off by the increased property taxes of the district after the district is formed (Stapleton). Taxes are still collected by the taxing jurisdiction at a base rate determined at the time the district is established, but the "increment," or increase in tax revenue (ostensibly) resulting from investment in the district is used to pay debt obligations on the bonds issued for the project. In other words, counties and municipalities accept the proposition that accepting twenty years or more of tax revenue frozen at rates yielded by "blighted" areas is worth the payoff (presumably an economically vital area producing significantly greater tax revenue when the TIF district expires).
Jordan | 21 The PDC seems satisfied with the results of its recent urban renewal projects. In a December 2012 report on economic indicators within its Urban Renewal Areas, the commission found that "compared to other areas of the city and to the city as a whole, employment, average wages and real estate values in the URAs have grown during our study period (1996 through 2010) ... Real estate values in the URAs also increased almost twice as much as in other parts of the city." The report also notes that in the URAs studied, the number of private sector jobs and average wages each made significant gains.
The Interstate Corridor URA, particularly in long--disinvested areas like Boise, was a pretty safe bet to yield positive economic returns, says Richard Stapleton. In his study " Tax which was intended to cast the neighborhood in a positive light (it was regularly the subject of negative press for its reputation as a haven for the worst the city had to offer) and raise funds for the nearby Albina Youth Opportunity School and Boise--Eliot Elementary. The fair became an overwhelming success, drawing thousands of people each year from all over the city to take in local crafts, food, and music. The positive recognition of the neighborhood that the fair generated proved to be a stepping stone. She says that the she doesn't believe the Urban Renewal Area was a decisive factor in the revitalization of Mississippi Avenue and the Boise neighborhood, but it has certainly counted the economic growth in Boise among its successes (and collected the increased tax revenue to pay down TIF obligations). She has served on the Interstate Corridor Urban
Renewal Area Advisory Committee since its inception, and says that while large--scale development along the Mississippi Avenue business corridor increased substantially after the formation of the URA, she believes that the groundwork for that investment was laid prior to the URA designation. She says that PDC has invested very little through the URA along Mississippi, and that most investment that's taken place since the URA was enacted has been driven by private speculation. Sara King of PDC, a neighborhood manager who works on the Interstate URA, confirmed that little PDC money has been invested directly on
Mississippi through the URA. She did say that PDC has been active in providing technical assistance and limited financing for development elsewhere in Boise, particularly along the Vancouver/Williams commercial corridor, another conspicuously gentrifying part of the neighborhood (which is itself designated as a PDC target area). Ms. Newell describes the state of the Boise neighborhood in the early 1990s, when she first moved there and opened her store, as extremely bleak. Gang activity, violence, widespread theft and vandalism, prostitution, and especially drugs, plagued the neighborhood. She says that the corner of Mississippi and Shaver Street was an open--air drug market, with traffic streaming by day and night. Businesses struggled to stay open because the neighborhood was so economically depressed that residents couldn't support them. She points to the early 1990s, when the city made efforts to step up enforcement of building codes, which forced some delinquent property owners to improve their properties, sell, or be condemned. Most important, she said, were the mid--to--late '90s and the two target area programs , both of which offered business owners storefront improvement grants, development loans, and technical assistance (including a dedicated staffer from BHCD), as decisive in terms of building a coalition of local residents and business owners who bought into cooperation with public agencies and were committed to making their own investments in the community. This view is seemingly supported by a 2002 report commissioned by the Mississippi Historic District Target Area to evaluate the project's progress: "In the last several years there have been a number of development and redevelopment projects and business locations on Mississippi Avenue. Development of the Pistils Plant Nursery building and site, renovation of storefronts and single family homes for location of the Purple Parlor, Mississippi Pizza, Fresh Pot, and Grandfather's reopening, and opening of the Rebuilding Center. Storefront improvement projects have occurred at a number of existing business locations. The development and redevelopment of commercial sites by business owners for their own use often precedes larger development in areas where rents are too low to support speculative development. Speculative development occurs when profit can be generated by rents (or sales prices) in excess of development costs. The cumulative effect of the smaller development/redevelopment projects and business openings on Mississippi has been a more active street front, enhanced district character, and stronger draw for customers from both the primary market area and surrounding neighborhoods. This type of activity can act as a catalyst making larger development/ redevelopment projects more viable and attractive to property owners and potential investors. information from Home Forward, Portland's housing authority). This is another indication that many Black residents had little choice when it came to relocation-more than 8,800
Black Multnomah County residents (nearly 1 in 5) rely on some sort of assistance from the housing authority (Schmidt), and the evidence suggests that housing opportunities for such residents in and around Boise have dwindled significantly. In some cases, entire affordable--housing complexes were evicted so owners could make a few improvements and raise rents by hundreds or turn them into condos (Scott). Conversion of apartments and other multi--family housing (particularly low--rent housing) into condos or higher--rent developments is a hallmark of development in gentrifying areas.
Broken Promises
To provide the required local match of federal funding for construction of the and the one project that promised to speed displacement, the Interstate MAX (Scott). Jordan | 32 "Places where we could never live-Gresham, East Portland-where no one would rent to us, now we call that 'the new ghetto,'" Roberta Tyler says in Scott's article. Despite this mass migration eastward, very little of the African American community's infrastructure followed it. Businesses that still cater specifically to Blacks largely remain in Albina (if they've survived the demographic transition), meaning people must commute back to get their hair done, to visit restaurants that serve the food they grew up with, even to find nylons that match their skin tone. Culturally specific social and medical services haven't followed, either. The commutes often come at a great cost for isolated, low--income people, if they can make them at all (Scott).
Relocation to new schools has also proven to be a challenge for many African American students and their families. Black students find themselves a small minority in East Portland schools, where teachers and administrators can lack cultural competency skills, and where Black history and Black role models often are not a feature of the curriculum. The ramifications are real, Scott says: in 2010, only 47.5 percent of African American students graduated high school in Multnomah County-the number was as low as 38.5 percent for the Gresham Barlow District-and black students were more than twice as likely to be expelled or drop out as their white peers (Scott).
Conclusion
The difficult transition facing many African American Portlanders seems to be just the latest in a long line of hardships brought to bear on a particularly vulnerable population.
The exodus of much of the Black community from Boise and other inner Northeast
Jordan | 33 neighborhoods must be understood to be a real and pressing concern if equity is a true aim in Portland. And while the movement of African Americans away from their homes and neighborhoods may not be as directly attributable to a single cause as it was when their homes and businesses were bulldozed, neither is it simply a coincidence that they've found themselves on the wrong end of another civic "improvement" effort. Although the circumstances surrounding the current phenomenon are more complex than previous cases of injustice and misfortune for Portland's Black community, there are a number of lessons to be learned. First, the long, sad legacy of public misdealing and disinvestment in Boise and other
Black neighborhoods had a tremendous negative impact, which contributed significantly to the vulnerability of these neighborhoods to such swift transformation. Without access to mortgage capital, low rates of Black homeownership left Boise and the rest of Albina unable to resist the forces of gentrification and displacement, and longstanding public neglect of these neighborhoods suppressed value, making many properties easy pickings for speculators. Next, entrenched public policies like the Urban Growth Boundary and Oregon's citizen--enacted property tax--limitation measures helped to drive speculation in Boise and inner northeast, once the rebounding local economy and the pressures of population growth and rising rents and property values elsewhere put these neighborhoods on the radar of homeseekers and investors. Long--depressed values and artificially suppressed tax Jordan | 34 rates made Boise's old, quality housing stock and walkable, centrally--located setting a prime candidate for gentrification. Lastly, the influence of urban renewal and other public investment strategies, as in the past, has largely failed to benefit the Black community in Portland. While the transformation of the Mississippi Avenue business corridor is something to be lauded from an economic perspective, promises from the city's development agency to invest in the capacity of existing community members (as they did for the community's buildings and infrastructure) were not kept. The reality though, is that, promises or no, the system is broken. The preferred financing instrument used to develop Urban Renewal Areas, TIF, doesn't allow for investments in anything other than physical development, meaning that until an alternative model is adopted, claims that urban renewal will deliver lasting benefits to socially and economically vulnerable people in Portland should always be viewed skeptically.
